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ABSTRACT
Aim: The aim of this study was to analyse the influence of family
type on communication with parents and family, as well as to
analyse the contribution of communication in single- and two-
parents families to adolescent life satisfaction in Portugal and Spain.
Methodology: Participants were 5005 Portuguese and 21,423
Spanish adolescents aged 11–16 years, from the 2014 edition of
the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children study in Portugal
and Spain.
Results: Results showed that communication with parents and
communication with family, in general, were higher in two-parent
families than in single-parent families and was relevant to predict
adolescent life satisfaction from single- and two-parent families in
Portugal and Spain.
Conclusion: The results prove that communication with family is
essential to predict life satisfaction in both countries. It is
important to work on improving conditions of family life, as well
as to implement programmes that promote better communication
between all family members, especially in single-parent families.
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Spanish and Portuguese adolescents perceive their families as positive specifically in
aspects such as good family relationships and parent–child communication (Serrano,
El-Astal, & Faro, 2004). In general, Portugal and Spain share many cultural and political
similarities, making a study of this type relevant in both countries. For example, Spain and
Portugal are two of the European countries that allocate fewer funds to family related pol-
icies (Instituto de Política Familiar, 2014); the education systems are similar in both
countries, their adolescent population’s perception about school generates concern
(Inchley et al., 2016), and the model for providing school health-services in both countries
is community-based (children and adolescents are supervised by health professionals
working in off-site health centres) (Pommier et al., 2010). Additionally, adolescents
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from Spain and Portugal show a positive perception of their families and parental support
(Serrano et al., 2004).
Communication with parents is easier for younger adolescents and communication
with the mother is usually easier than communication with the father, [the latter of]
which is, in general, perceived as easier by boys than by girls (Tabak et al., 2012).
Parent–adolescent communication is a protective factor for adolescent life satisfaction
(Boniel-Nissim et al., 2015; Karademas, Peppa, Fotiou, & Kokkevi, 2008; Levin &
Currie, 2010), especially communication with the mother and particularly among girls
(Levin & Currie, 2010). In fact, family communication is strongly associated with adoles-
cent well-being (Jackson, Bijstra, Oostra, & Bosma, 1998), which is lower in girls and in
older adolescents (Ramos, Moreno, Rivera, Matos, & Morgan, 2012), and it has been
shown that parental communication is more important than peer communication for
psychological complaints (Moreno et al., 2009) and life satisfaction (Tomé, Matos,
Camacho, Simões, & Diniz, 2012). In addition, positive communication with parents is
associated with higher life satisfaction, especially for girls. Adolescents who maintain
open and sincere communication with their parents may feel parental support, trust
and closeness through this communication (Cava, Buelga, & Musitu, 2014).
The quality of communication with the mother and father is more important for life
satisfaction than family structure (Levin & Currie, 2010; Levin, Dallago, & Currie,
2012). Additionally, the relations between life satisfaction and communication with the
mother and father are similar by family structure (Levin & Currie, 2010).
In this study, two types of families are analysed: two-parent families and single-parent
families.
In Portugal (Instituto Nacional de Estatística, 2014) and Spain (Instituto Nacional de
Estatística, 2014), around 14% of families are single-parent families (14.9% in Portugal
in 2011 and 14.3% in Spain in 2013) and more than 80% of these families are single-
mother families (86.7% in Portugal in 2011 and 82.7% in Spain in 2013). Therefore
many studies about single-parent families either focus specifically on single-mother
families or sample selection of their single-parent families naturally results in a high
majority of single-mother families.
It has been found when compared to traditional families, single-parent families show
lower scores in global assessment of family situation, have a lower income level, as well
as a higher but not [statistically] significant level of conflict (Arranz, Oliva, Olabarrieta,
& Antolín, 2010). A study with single-mother families found that these families face differ-
ent issues, such as economic problems, conciliation of work and family or responsibilities
overload (Morgado, González, & Jiménez, 2003). In fact, single-parent families show
concern about economic problems and demand economic support, as well as tend to be
concerned that their children have experienced family conflicts and thus may have a
worse relationship with the other biological parent (Arranz, Oliva, Martín, & Parra, 2010).
It seems that single-parent families have poorer communication, lower family cohesion
and more conflict than two-parent families (Baer, 1999). Parent–child communication
includes adolescent disclosure and parental solicitation (Keijsers, Branje, VanderValk, &
Meeus, 2010) and in this sense it has been shown that adolescents in two-parent families
perceive more disclosure, parental solicitation and trust their parent–child relationship
more than adolescents in single-parent families (Bumpus & Rodgers, 2009). In addition,
other study have found that child disclosure is higher in two-parent families, whereas







































parental solicitation is higher in single-parent families, probably because single-parent
families do not have enough time to create situations which promote disclosure and
they need more solicitation of information from the children or other sources (Padilla-
Walker, Harper, & Bean, 2011).
Regarding adolescents adjustment, it has found that boys who live in single-mother
families, and especially in single-father families, have lower life satisfaction, independent
of family affluence (Levin & Currie, 2010). Similarly, adolescents aged 13 and 15, who live
in single-father families have lower life satisfaction than adolescents who live in other
family structures (these differences are explained partially by family affluence) (Levin
et al., 2012). With respect to family structure it has been shown that adolescents who
live in two-parent families and single-mother families have similar levels of life satisfac-
tion, whereas adolescents who live in single-father families, single-parent with other
adults or those who live with no parents have higher risk of life dissatisfaction (Kwan,
2007). In a study by Oliva, Arranz, Parra, and Olabarrieta (2014) at least two types of
single-parent families were indicated: product of a divorce and product of a woman’s
decision to have children alone. The last category had a better profile, although the chil-
dren’s internalising and externalising of problems were not higher in single-parent
families after a divorce.
Nevertheless, it is important to take into account that the quality of family context
depends on socio-demographic variables and other interactive variables, but does not
depend on family structure (Arranz, Oliva, Olabarrieta, et al., 2010). Likewise, family
structure is not related to children’s adjustment however socio-demographic and contex-
tual variables are associated (Oliva et al., 2014).
Therefore, quality of family life, but not family structure, is very important for well-
being (Golombok, 2006). In addition, despite differences in family structure, they tend
to share similar concerns and demands, such as concern for their children’s health and
as well as demand educational guidelines about upbringing (Arranz, Oliva, Martín,
et al., 2010).
The aims of this study were to examine the influence of family type family (two-parent
families, single-mother families and single-father families) on parental communication, as
well as to analyse the contribution of communication in single- and two-parent families to




Participants in this study come from the 2014 edition of the Health Behaviour in School-
aged Children (HBSC) study, a WHO collaborative cross-national study, in Portugal and
Spain. Portuguese participants were randomly chosen from 36 national vertical clusters of
schools, in a total of 473 classes, in a national sample geographically stratified by Edu-
cation Regional Divisions (Matos, Simões, Camacho, Reis, & Equipa Aventura Social,
2015). Spanish participants were selected through a random multistage sampling pro-
cedure stratified by conglomerates taking into account: age, habitat (rural or urban)
and type of educational centre (public or private) (Moreno et al., in press).







































In this study, the sample was composed of 26,428 Portuguese and Spanish adolescents
11–16 years old from two-parent families (49.75% boys, 50.25% girls and 13.58 mean age,
SD = 1.68), single-mother families (45.22% boys, 54.78% girls and 13.84 mean age, SD =
1.64) and single-father families (56.28% boys, 43.72% girls and 13.85 mean age, SD = 1.68),
as is showed in Table 1.
Measures
The measures employed in this study are taken from the 2014 edition HBSC question-
naire. Specifically, the selected variables were the following:
. Country: Portugal and Spain.
. Gender: boy and girl.
. Age: 11–12, 13–14 and 15–16 years.
. Family type: two-parent families and single-parent (single-mother and single-father)
families.
. Communication with the mother and the father: these variables were developed by the
HBSC study and they have been used in each data collection process since the 2002
edition of the HBSC study, ‘How easy is it for you to talk to the following persons
about things that really bother you?: father/ mother’ (Brooks et al., 2013). Each item
ranges from 1 (very difficult) to 4 (very easy).
. Communication with the family: this variable is a short version of the clear communi-
cation dimension from Family Dynamics Measure II (FDM II) (Lasky et al., 1985;
White, Grzankowski, Paavilainen, Åstedt-Kurki, & Paunonen-Ilmonen, 2003). It is
composed of four items ‘In my family… I think the important things are talked
about/when I speak someone listens to what I say/we ask questions when we don’t
understand each other/when there is a misunderstanding we talk it over until it’s
clear’. The scale ranges from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).
. Life satisfaction: this variable was based on the Cantril Ladder (Cantril, 1965): ‘Here is a
picture of a ladder. The top of the ladder “10” is the best possible life for you and the
bottom “0” is the worst possible life for you. In general, where on the ladder do you feel
you stand at the moment?’. The item ranges from 0 (worst possible life) to 10 (best poss-
ible life).
Procedure
In Portugal, the study was approved by the Ethical Commission of the Hospital S. João do
Porto and the Portuguese Ministry of Education (Matos et al., 2015). In Spain, the study
Table 1. Sample of the study.
Portugal Spain
N % N %
Two-parent families 3751 74.95 17,330 80.89
Single-mother families 1118 22.34 3604 16.82
Single-father families 136 2.72 489 2.28







































was authorised by the University of Seville Ethical Research Committee and the Spanish
Ministry of Health, Social Services and Equality (Moreno et al., in press).
Data collection was realised in both countries through an online questionnaire. The
procedure adhered to international guidelines accomplished the requirements of the
HBSC study (Matos et al., 2015; Moreno et al., in press): the questionnaires must be
answered by the adolescents themselves; the anonymity and confidentiality of their
answers must be assured; and the administration of the questionnaires must be done
within the school context (Inchley et al., 2016).
Data analyses
IBM SPSS Statistics 23 programme was used for statistical analyses. All analyses were per-
formed separately for Portugal and Spain.
Univariate ANOVAs were carried out to analyse the influence of family type (two-
parent families, single-mother families and single-father families) on communication
with the family (specifically F significance test and Bonferroni post hoc multiple compari-
sons were calculated). Student t tests were used to assess the influence of family type (two-
parent families and single-mother families or single-father families) on communication
with the mother and communication with the father. Cohen’s d effect size tests were cal-
culated in both analyses when the differences were significant, considering values from 0
to 0.199 as negligible effect, small effect from 0.20 to 0.499, medium effect values from 0.50
to 0.799 and large effect from 0.80 or greater (Cohen, 1988).
In order to control the effect of gender and age on life satisfaction, previous General
Linear Models were realised, saving the unstandardised residual dependant variable. After-
wards, General Linear Models were performed in each family type to analyse the contri-
bution of communication with both parents and communication with the family to
unstandardised residual life satisfaction variable after the effect of gender and age had
been deleted. First, General Linear Models were carried out to analyse the contribution
of communication with one or both parents and to keep aside the unstandardised residual
dependant variable. Finally, General Linear Models were performed to examine the influ-
ence of family communication on the unstandardised residual dependant variable after the
effect of communication with one or both parents had been eliminated. R2 values showed
the relevance of the models, taking into account that values from 0 to .019 were negligible,
from .02 to .129 were small, from .13 to .259 were medium, and from .26 or greater were
large (Cohen, 1988). Partial eta squared values indicated the effect of each variable and,
according to Cohen’s criteria (1988), were considered as negligible (0 to .009), small
(.01 to .059), medium (.06 to .149) or large (.15 or greater).
Results
Univariate ANOVAs revealed that communication with family was significantly different
according to the family type in Portugal, F(2, 4993) = 14.536, p < .001, and in Spain, F(2,
10241) = 83.079, p < .001. The differences were significant and with small effect size
among two-parent families and single-father families in both Portugal (Bonferroni test
p = .022; d = 0.25) and Spain (Bonferroni test p < .001; d = 0.28), and among two-parent
families and single-mother families in Spain (Bonferroni test p < .001; d = 0.33).







































Communication with the family had higher values in two-parent families than in single-
parent families, as shown in Table 2.
Student t test did not show statistically significant differences in communication with
the mother according to family type in Portugal (t(4784) = 1.263, p = .207). However, in
Spain there were significant differences and with small effect size (t(19282) = 11.696,
p < .001, d = 0.23), revealing that communication with the mother was higher in two-
parent families than in single-mother families. On the contrary, student t test results
about communication with the father were similar in both countries, demonstrating
that the family type did not influence on communication with the father neither in Por-
tugal, t(3822) =−1.083, p = .279, nor in Spain, t(16487) = 0.177, p = .860.
However, General Lineal Models used to control the effect of gender and age on life
satisfaction were significant and with small effect size in Portugal (F(3, 5524) = 87.999,
p < .001, R2 = .046) and in Spain (F(3, 18488) = 484.230, p < .001, R2 = .073).
After controlling the effects of gender and age, General Lineal Models were performed
in each family type to, on one hand, assess the contribution of communication with both
parents to life satisfaction, and on the other hand that of communication with family to
unstandardised residual life satisfaction after the effect of communication with both
parents (in the case of two-parent families) or one of them (in the case of single-parent
families) had been eliminated. The results showed that in general communication with
parents and communication with family were relevant to predict positive adolescent life
satisfaction, as shown in Tables 3–5.
Communication with the mother was more important in Portuguese two-parent
families (p < .001, partial η2 = .030) than communication with the father, which did not
reach a noticeable effect (p < .001, partial η2 = .009), whereas in Spanish two-parent
families, the effects of communication with the mother (p < .001, partial η2 = .021) were
slightly higher than communication with the father (p < .001, partial η2 = .010). In both
countries, communication with the family had a higher effect size (Portugal: p < .001,
partial η2 = .041; Spain: p < .001, partial η2 = .050) than communication with the mother
and the father.
Regarding single-mother families, in Portugal, communication with the mother had a
higher importance with medium effect (p < .001, partial η2 = .064) than communication
with the family (p < .001, partial η2 = .031). In Spain, the effect of communication with
the mother was somewhat higher (p < .001, partial η2 = .103) than communication with
the family (p < .001, partial η2 = .078), and both effect sizes were medium.
Concerning single-father families, in Portugal, communication with the father had a
higher effect size with medium value (p = .003, partial η2 = .067) than communication







N M SD N M SD N M SD
Portugal Two-parent families 3691 3.31 0.83 3690 2.92 0.97 3746 4.19 0.77
Single-mother families 1095 3.27 0.88 – – – 1114 4.05 0.87
Single-father families – – – 134 3.01 0.97 136 4.00 0.91
Spain Two-parent families 16200 3.01 0.84 16085 2.70 0.95 8341 4.14 0.88
Single-mother families 3084 2.81 0.95 – – – 1664 3.84 1.00
Single-father families – – – 405 2.69 1.01 239 3.89 1.09







































with the family (p = .105, partial η2 = .020), which was not significant but with small effect
size, probably due to a small sample size. In Spain, the effect of communication with
the father was lower (p < .001, partial η2 = .076) than the communication with the
family (p < .001, partial η2 = .107), and both had medium effect sizes.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of family type (two-parent families,
single-mother families and single-father families) on communication with the parents and
the family, as well as to analyse the contributions of communication in single- and two-
parent families to adolescent life satisfaction (after the effect of gender and age had
been deleted).
The results show that communication with family had higher values in two-parent
families than in single-father families in both Portugal and Spain, and higher values
than in single-mother families in Spain, as confirmed by previous studies (Baer,
1999). Regarding communication with parents, the results of this study demonstrate
Table 3. General Lineal Model of the communication on life satisfaction in two-parent families.
Portugal Spain
F p R2 F P R2
Corrected model 155.208 .000 .078 443.987 .000 .062
F p partial η2 F p partial η2
Communication with the mother 113.337 .000 .030 281.961 .000 .021
Communication with the father 31.424 .000 .009 141.726 .000 .010
F p R2 F p R2
Corrected model 154.670 .000 .041 350.707 .000 .050
F p partial η2 F p partial η2
Communication with the family 154.670 .000 .041 350.707 .000 .050
Table 4. General Lineal Model of the communication on life satisfaction in single-mother families.
Portugal Spain
F p R2 F p R2
Corrected model 74.641 .000 .064 304.418 .000 .103
F p partial η2 F p partial η2
Communication with the mother 74.641 .000 .064 304.418 .000 .103
F p R2 F p R2
Corrected model 34.710 .000 .031 108.455 .000 .078
F p partial η2 F p partial η2
Communication with the family 34.710 .000 .031 108.455 .000 .078
Table 5. General Lineal Model of the communication on life satisfaction in single-father families.
Portugal Spain
F p R2 F p R2
Corrected model 9.448 .003 .067 27.594 .000 .076
F p partial η2 F p partial η2
Communication with the father 9.448 .003 .067 27.594 .000 .076
F p R2 F p R2
Corrected model 2.660 .105 .020 20.546 .000 .107
F p partial η2 F p partial η2
Communication with the family 2.660 .105 .020 20.546 .000 .107







































that the communication with the mother was higher in two-parent families than in
single-mother families only in Spain, whereas communication with the father was
similar in two-parent families and in single-father families in both countries, although
mean values of communication with father were lower than mean values of communi-
cation with mother.
These results can be related to other studies conducted in Spain which confirm that
single-parent families has lower scores in global assessment of family situation and
lower income levels than traditional families (Arranz, Oliva, Martín, et al., 2010) and
also confront different problems, like economic problems, conciliation with work
(Morgado et al., 2003) and other problems such as the relationship with the biological
parent (Arranz, Oliva, Martín, et al., 2010).
On the other hand, communication with parents and communication with family, in
general, were relevant to predict adolescent life satisfaction in different family types in
both Portugal and Spain. The results obtained go in the same direction as those reported
in other studies which show that communication is a protective factor for life satisfaction
(Boniel-Nissim et al., 2015; Karademas et al., 2008; Levin & Currie, 2010) and that com-
munication with mother and father is more important for life satisfaction than family
structure (Levin & Currie, 2010; Levin et al., 2012).
In single-mother families, communication with the mother had a higher importance
than communication with the family in both Portugal and Spain, although the difference
between both communications was somewhat greater in Portugal.
In single-father families, communication with the father again had a higher effect than
communication with the family in Portugal (it is necessary to interpret this result with
caution since communication with family was not significant but with small effect size,
probably due to a small size of the sample), whereas in Spain, the effect of communication
with the family was higher than communication with the father.
Along the same lines, these results have proven that in two-parent families communi-
cation with the mother was more important than communication with the father,
especially in Portugal where communication with the father did not reach a noticeable
effect. This may be because in Portugal, slightly more than in Spain, women are generally
still responsible for the education of the children, although both parents are increasingly
held accountable for the education of children. In both countries, communication with the
family was more relevant than communication with the mother and the father.
Assuming that there are differences between communication with the mother or with
the father, communication with the mother is usually easier than communication with the
father (Tabak et al., 2012), and communication with the mother is an especially protective
factor for adolescent life satisfaction (Levin & Currie, 2010). These differences according
to gender could be an important future line of investigation.
These results contribute to reflecting on concerns about the different family types in
Portugal and Spain and the effects that family type could have on communication and
life satisfaction. In general, the results are very similar in Portugal and Spain, probably
because Portuguese and Spanish adolescent’s perception about family context and life sat-
isfaction is similar. The results obtained confirm, like other studies, that the family struc-
ture is not important; however, the quality of family life demonstrated to be very
important for well-being (Golombok, 2006). In addition, regardless of family type they
tend to share certain concerns and demands, given that they are concerned for their







































children’s health and demand educational guidelines about upbringing (Arranz, Oliva,
Martín, et al., 2010).
On the other hand, it is indispensable to indicate some limitations of this study when
interpreting the results. The HBSC study is a cross-sectional study that does not allow
causal relationships to be established. Others limitations include that single-parent
families are heterogeneous and this heterogeneity it is not analysed in this study.
In conclusion, the results of this study showed the importance that communication has
on an adolescent’s life, namely on life satisfaction, according to family type. These results
help to refute prejudices about single-parent families in our society, which affect both
families and children, showing that single-parent families are good developmental con-
texts for children’s well-being. Additionally, this study demonstrates the importance of
investing in families and intervening with families to promote good communication
between all family members, as well the necessity to take into account the different
family types and their effects on communication.
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